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Becoming as a Little Child:
Elements of Ritual Rebirth in Ancient
Judaism and Early Christianity
Matthew J Grry
Throughout ancient cultures we find that consistent activities
often combine to form variations of a pattern which emerge for use
in both ritual and secular settings. Four of these elements include:
(1) a washing with water, (2) an anointing with oil, (3) clothing in a
garment, and (4) the receiving of a name. These activities are fairly
consistent in the ancient world are present it1 different aspects of
life and ritual, more particularly in an ancient scripture and temple
context. 1 The purpose of tllis article is to examine various combinations of tl1ese elements in light of anotl1er concept consistently
found in ancient cultures-the idea of "ritual reb.irtl1." It is hoped
that tllis article will demonstrate a connection between tl1e two concepts. These actions of wasl1ing, anointing, clotlling, and nanling
play out a major function in tl1e process of beconung ritually "born
again." The first section of the article will discuss tl1e concept of
"ritual rebirth," followed by the actual elements of birtl1 and rebirtl1
in ancient cultures. The second section will deal w.iili uses and
examples of washing, anointing, clotlung, and nanling as a symbolic new birili process in botl1 ancient Judaism and early Christiatlity.

Ritual Rebirth in Ancient Cultures
As a fmmdation to tlus discussion, fuere must be an understanding
of tl1e "ritual rebirtl1" concept as found in ancient cultures. Briefly
stated, there are times in an ancient culture when itlitiation it1to a
new phase of life .is necessary. At these times tl1e itlltiate makes
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higher covenants with God, prepares for new responsibilities, is
adopted into a new family, and so on. Because these experiences literally bring the individual into a new state of being, the ancients felt
one must be "born again" to begin this new life. In many cases, the
process of being born again involves rituals that call to mind the
original birth process.
The rebirth ritual most familiar to Clu1stians is of course the
baptism that Jesus sets forrl1 in rl1e Gospel of John. When
Nicodemus comes to Jesus by night, he is told rl1at men need to be
"born again." Confused, he asks, "how can a man be born when he
is old? Can he enter the second tin1e into his mother's womb, and
be born?" Oohn 3:3). Jesus answers by explaining "except a man be
born of water [baptism] and of the Spirit [Holy Ghost], he cannot
enter the kingdom of God" Oohn 3:5). The chapter later implies
that the blood shed (life given) by Jesus is another critical element
to accept in being born again. That Jesus uses rl1ese duee elements-water baptism, spirit of rl1e Holy Ghost, and blood of the
Atonement-as necessary components to enter tl1is new life is significant. After all, everyone was "born into ilie world [originally] by
water, and blood, and the spirit" (Moses 6:59). It is therefore appropriate that those three elements be present as the person is symbolically born tl1e second tin1e into tl1e kingdom of God.
Two explicit examples from less familiar settings are given to us
by Sir James George Frazer in l1is seminal work on ancient ritual.
The first is from Greek society, the second from India.
In ancient Greece any man who had been supposed erroneously
dead, and for whom in his absence funeral rites had been performed, was treated as dead to society till he had gone through a
woman's lap, then washed, dressed in swaddling clothes, and put
out to nurse . ... In ancient India, under similar circumstances the
supposed dead man had to pass his first night after his return in
a tub filled with a mixture of fat and water; there he sat with
doubled-up fists and without uttering a syllable, like a child in a
womb, while over him were performed all rl1e sacraments that
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were wont to be celebrated over a pregnant woman. Next morning he got out of the tub and went through once more all the
other sacraments he had formerly partaken of from his youth
up.z
Arab cultures have similar rites when one is to be adopted into a
family. "As the mother brings forth a child, she lets him slip through
her dress from the neck to the hem. If he is so big that he cannot
pass through her dress in this way she must place him under the
hem of her dress.m
While these are different rites than were performed at the
Christian baptism, the concept was the same; to enter a new phase
of life one must be born again by ritually experiencing elements
similar to the original birthing process. Passing through water, travelling through a woman's lap, or sitting in a fetal position are all
examples of being ritually and symbolically reborn into a new stage
of life.

Elements of Birth and Rebirth
Based on dus concept of ritual rebirtl1 it is now necessary to
outline the practices of waslling, anointing, clothing, and naming
present in ilie original birth process. Interestingly enough, much of
what we know about tl1e ancient birtlling process, particularly in the
Near East, come from manners and customs tl1at have survived to
this day. However, we do have enough information from tl1e
ancients iliemselves to speak witl1 confidence as to how such tllings
were indeed carried out. In any case, modern scholars seem to have
come to a relative agreement on the bird1 process during ilie Old
and New Testament periods.
Describing the process as many od1er scholars have, F. B.
Knutson explains that after the baby is born, "the [navel] cord
would be cut, d1e baby washed with water, rubbed with salt, and
wrapped in clod1es. Often the child was named at bird1." 4 O.J. Baab
writes that "after birtl1 tl1e infant's navel cord was cut; d1en d1e
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infant was washed, rubbed with salt, and swathed in bands. . . .
Children were named at birth." 5 For further reinforcement, Edith
Deen makes a similar statement in her work on family life during
the biblical period. "After a baby was born he was washed, rubbed
with salt ... wrapped in swaddling clothes ... [and] almost immediately his mother gave him a name." 6 Here we can easily see, along
with the cutting of the navel cord, the elements of washing, anointing, clothing, and naming. One of the purposes of this article is to
demonstrate how the ancients saw in these natural experiences of
childbearing practices that could easily be used later in life in a ritual context. Following the birth sequence as these scholars have set
forth, let us briefly examine each step and their possible symbolic
"rebirth" implications.
l17ashing. It was stated that the baby first had to be washed with
water. This has definite hygienic and practical purposes. Of course
the newborn baby would be covered with the blood of the mother,
as well as any other embryonic fluids. Before anything else it was
necessary to wash the baby clean.
The practice of washing with water appears ahnost universally
in the world of ritual. Perhaps due to the natural and obvious symbolic
values of water, various forms of washing are carried out in virtually
every culture. The use of water in ritual typically parallels its pmposes in
everyday activity. One of the main roles of water is of course to make
somedU.ng clean. In ritual dus is often a key component. For somebody
or somedung to be washed with water symbolically cleanses them
from a past action or life of impurity. In the Judaic tradition, the
"act of washing [was and is] performed to correct a condition of
ritual impurity and restore the impure to a state of ritual purity....
the main purpose of any ablution [waslUng] was to become 'holy."n
Similarly, washing makes one worthy to act in various capacities. In
many cases, a person would have to wash either the entire body or
certain parts of the body before entering a sacred place or carrying
out a sacred responsibility. These concepts certainly carry over into
early Christianity as well.
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As relating to the ritual rebirth, it is interesting that we find the
same imagery employed that naturally exists in the original birth
process. Just as the baby had to be washed clean of the blood with
which it was covered from its former sphere of life (the mother's
womb), to be reborn a person must be washed clean of d1e blood
(often a symbol for life and/or sins) of his past life. An explicit
example of tlus is found in an Old Testament temple ritual. Hugh
W Nibley explains that following a specific sacrifice of an at1imal,
tl1e blood (life/sins) would be applied to the priests and smeared all
over their garments. They would then be washed clean of the
blood. "The sons of Aaron were made bloody, as if they had been
sacrificed, and d1en cleansed, as if cleared of their sins." 8 Thus, a
washing wid1 water makes one worthy to begin new life or responsibilities as d1ey have been cleansed from the blood and sins of d1eir
old life.
Anointing. The second step is the anointing. In d1e examples o f
the birtl1 sequence given above, after the baby was washed it would
be rubbed wid1 salt. Salt in many ancient cultures (especially
Israelite culture) had defitute religious as well as practical value.
Willie d1e religious implications of d1e salt are beyond tl1e scope of
dus article, crucial to our discussion is d1e element that typically
accompanied tl1e salt. It is clear tl1at in many cases tl1e salt would be
mixed witl1 oil.
D.E. Garland insists d1at after birth, "the baby was washed,
rubbed witl1 salt and oil, and wrapped wid1 strips of cloth."9 Raphael
Patai agrees and states that after the waslU.ng the baby would be
rubbed "wid1 salt and oil mixed togetl1er." 10 Further evidence tl1at
oil was an important part of dus second step of anointing is confirmed by considering the modern Near Eastern practice. John
Tvedtness discusses the "washing and anointing of newborn
babies" in a biblical context by referring to lus own experience
among the modern Arabs. 11 He emphasizes d1e climatic reasons for
use of d1e oil. Being in such a hot and dry climate, the oil can have
bod1 a soodung and a cleansing effect. Thus, "newborn babes are
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still washed, then anointed with olive oil." 12 One final example
comes from the Arabs themselves. Presumably following ancient
custom, they explain how, along with cutting the navel cord and
washing with water, "they crush a handful of salt and mix it with
oil. And smear the child with it. And anoint the whole child, even
his eyes, ears and nose, and his mouth." 13
Just as an anointing of the baby follows washing, there is commonly an anointing that follows the ritual washing. The act of
washing is typically to make one worthy. In most cases, the act of
ritual anointing serves to empower or enable the person to do what
he was made worthy to do through the washin.g. In its most common application, anointing with oil was used in the coronation of a
icing or in the consecration of a priest. 14 In both cases the individual is being empowered in his office using the anointing oil as a
symbol of the act. Likewise, in both cases the person is beginning
a new phase of life into which he must be reborn.
In Old Testament writings, tlus is made especially clear with
Israel's more famous kings. Before Saul could officially begin to rule
as king, the prophet Samuel first "took a vial of oil, and poured it
on lus head" (1 Samuel 10:1). Likewise David, who was chosen to
succeed Saul, had to be anointed as a symbol of lus new responsibilities. In this case, the anointing is specifically associated with the
receiving of the spirit of God. "Then Samuel took the horn of oil,
and anointed him in the n-lldst of lus brethren: and the Spirit of the
Lord came upon David from tl1at day fmward" (1 Samuel 16:13).
The act of anointing also symbolizes the sanctification of tl1e
individual. In the case of an Israelite priest we are told that "the
anointment 'sanctifies' tl1e lugh priest by removing him from the
realm of the profane and empowering him to operate in the realm
of the sacred." 15 Below we will see more possibilities of meaning
for tl1e anointings. However, whether it be empowering individuals
to accomplish a task or preparing them for death and resurrection,
the anointing consistently plays a role in being ritually reborn into a
new life.
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Occasionally we will encounter both the washing and anointing
of specific parts or functions of the body. It is often important to
correlate the symbolic meaning of d1e ritual act with the possible
symbolism of d1e body part or function being dealt with. For example, in Leviticus a ritual is alluded to in which d1e blood of the sacrifice (here acting in the cleansing role of water) was applied to the
priests "upon the tip of (d1e priests] right ear, and upon d1e thumb
of his right hand, and upon the great toe of his right foot"
(Leviticus 8:23). Anointing oil would next be applied to d1ose same
parts (Leviticus 8:30) . Consistent symbolism connected with dwse
specific parts would certainly include d1e ear as one's ability to hear
the word of God, 16 the hand as one's ability to do the works of
God, 17 and d1e foot as one's ability to walk in the path of God. 18
Thus to wash and anoint d1ose parts would carry d1e connotation
of being word1y (washed) and empowered (anointed) to hear, to do,
and to walk in accordance wid1 d1e Lord's purposes.
The practice of anointing different parts of the body also surfaces as a preparation for dead1 and resurrection. In the pseudepigraphical Book of Adam and Eve, we are told about Adam's preparations for dead1. It appears d1at d1e fall had delivered various
"blows" of mortality to each part of his body, beginning with the
head, eyes, ears, and each separate limb. To reverse these effects
each part needed to be anointed in anticipation of the resurrection . .
As Adam asks for d1e oil from the Tree of Life, he cries "anoint me
with it, d1at I may have rest (f..mpo9w EK-"will be redeemed"] from
d1ese pains, by which I am being consumed." 19 Hence, Hugh Nibley
refers to dus as d1e "oil of healing, which reverses the blows of
death.mo
Wid1out elaborating, it is interesting to at least mention how
familiar dus sounds to the Egyptian "Opening of the Mouth" ceremony. This Osirian ritual was performed on the dead by a priest
using a special instrument to touch the eyes, ears, nose and mouth
in an attempt to "awaken" d1em for d1e resurrection. Indeed, "d1e
purpose of d1e ceremony of Opening d1e Moud1 was the restora-
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tion of the deceased Icing to the normal condition of a living man
with all his faculties resuscitated, and to make him ready for his
purification which was the immediate step to the spiritualization of
his body, the glorification of his spirit, and his deification." 21 We
will encounter these kinds of symbolic practices as I examine examples of ritual rebirth in ancient Judaism and early Christianity.
Clothing. The third step in the birth sequence, following the
washing and anointing, is the clothing or dressing of the baby. In
ancient cultures this is referred to as wrapping the baby in swaddling clothes. To swaddle means literally "to entwine, [or] enwrap." 22
Obviously performed by one involved in the birth process, this was
done primat1ly for reasons of strengthening the baby. The child
would have been wrapped very tightly due to the "notion that
movement would harm his anns and legs.m3 Tlus step is still followed closely today in various Arab cultures. After "the child has
been smeared with tl1e oil it is wrapped again by the midwife." 24
Tlus action has deeply rooted ritual meaning in many different
religions, especially Judaism and Clu-istiatuty. The important concept of receiving ritual clotlung can be traced back to the story of
Adam and Eve in tl1e Garden of Eden. In referring to the fallen
man, tl1e 1611 King James English uses tl1e phrase he was found
"naked" (Genesis 2:25, 3:7) . We inlmediately tllink of simply being
witl1out clotlung. However, tl1e meatling is deeper. The Hebrew
word used is ;"11l!J wluch also carries with it tl1e connotation of
"shame, uncleaness .. . dishonour." 25 Also, being "naked" (;"111!7) is
to be "exposed, undefended.m6 Thus symbolically, tl1e idea of being
"naked" denotes "defenselessness.m7 So once Adam falls and is
found naked, he is now unclean, unprotected, and open to all the
effects of the fall.
To remedy the situation a protection must be provided. Tlus
comes as the Lord makes a coat for Adam from the skins of an animal. "Unto Adam also and to Ius wife did tl1e Lord God make coats
of skins, and clotl1ed tl1em" (Genesis 3:21 ). This coat protected
Adam from effects of his naked, fallen state. By implication we are
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to understand that the animal had to die by way of sacrifice in order
to provide the protective coat of skins. Through the death of the
animal, Adam was now protected and covered from the effects of
the fall. From a Christian perspective, the imagery of Jesus' death
and sacrifice would have come to mind every time the coats were
handled. It is interesting that the very word for "atonement" in Old
Testament Hebrew (1::l:::J) had the original meaning of "to cover." 28
Certainly in the Christian tradition, it is Jesus who atones for, or
"covers," man from his naked, fallen state. Tlus concept is taught
and symbolized by the clothing in a garment (either literally or figuratively) upon entering into a new life as a disciple of Jesus. As having entered that new life, the person is now coveted and atoned for.
Naming. The fourth step in the birth sequence, following the
wasl'ling, anointing, and clotl'ling, is the naming of the baby. This
act seems to vary slightly among different cultures. Some name tl1e
child immediately, willie some have a specified waiting period. In
any case, it seems consistent that naming is the next tl'ling tl1at
needs to take place. The different naming practices ate too numerous to list here. However, one interesting aspect that most seem to
have in common is tl1e kind of name. Today in tl1e Neat East, as
anciently, it appears to be customary to name the clllid after someone who has gone before, namely a specific ancestor with whom it
is hoped the clllid will have some kind of connection. Occasionally,
it can also be circumstances associated witl1 tl1at particular birtl1
tint has tl1e deciding influence on tl1e name. 29
Just as the name given to a baby at birth will essentially become
the clllid's identity, so in tl1e ancient world the receiving of a new
name is common in ritual to sigtufy a person's new identity. "This
act of [receiving a new name] often occurred at a time of transition
in the life of the one renamed and frequently carried with it special
privileges and honors for tl1e one receiving the new name . ... The
name change of tl1e receipt of a new name marks a t:un'ling point
in tl1e life of tl1e initiate: he is 'recreated,' so to speak, and becomes
a new man." 30
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Often in the Hebrew scriptures as an individual enters into a
new covenant with God he receives a new name. A significant
example, among many, would be the story of Abram. Once he
made the all important covenant with the Lord, in which he was
promised to become a "father of many nations,"(Genesis 17:5) his
name undetwent a change. Abram (lit. "exalted father") became
Abraham (lit. "exalted father of nations"). 31 Likewise Sarai becomes
Sarah (Genesis 17:15) upon entering into the covenant. When the
covenant was renewed with their grandson Jacob, he became known
as Israel (Genesis 32:28).
This also carries over into the Christian tradition, with such figures as Simon (who beco1nes "Peter," IIEtpoc;, "a stone," or "a
rock") 32 and Saul (who changes to his Roman name of "Paul").
Throughout the book of Revelation, a sign to follow "him that
overcometh," was the reception of "a new name ... which no man
knoweth saving he that receiveth it" (Revelation 2:17). In these
instances, as in others, d1e change in name had importance relate to
the covenant entered into as it indicated a new life of discipleship.
From all of this we see that the pattern of washing, anointing,
clod1ing, and naming is common to the Near Eastern birth process.
It has been briefly demonstrated that each of rl1ese natural practices
can easily be used in ritual to provide d1e symbolism of being
reborn into a new phase of life. First one is washed clean of his
past life. He is then empowered or sanctified by the anointing.
Third the person is clod1ed and protected from his previous, fallen
life. Finally, he is given a new name to signify dus new covenant
relationslup. These practices and symbols are abundantly attested in
ancient cultures.

Uses of Washing, Anointing, Clothing, and Naming in
Ancient Judaism
Elements of the birth pattern we have been discussing are
often ritually employed in ancient Judaism. Occasionally it is in a
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sacred temple setting, and at other times it is found in a more secular, everyday context. Elements of tlus pattern and tl1eir use in
boili settings act to bring ilie person into a new phase of life. In
some cases we will see all four aspects being employed, wlllle in others we will see two or tltree being used. In any case, tl1e concept of
a rebirtl1 ritual still applies.
Sacred Settings. One of tl1e most common uses of tlus pattern
bringing one to a new sphere is its use as a preparation (literally or
figuratively) to enter the presence of God. First and foremost (and
perhaps tl1e migin of its application in secular settings) is tl1e version of tlus idea found in Old Testament temple ritual. The temple
is designed so that ilie High Priest, once a year on ilie Day of
Atonement, ascends into the Holy of Holies-tl1e symbolic presence
of God. In the preparation phase of iliese ceremonies, and otl1ers
sinlllar to it, we find the pattern of washing, anointing, and clotl1ing being carried out. In Exodus tl1e sequence is laid out quite nicely. The priests were first brought to tl1e door of the temple (tabernacle) and tl1ere Moses, or anoilier in autl1ority, was to "wash them
witl1 water" (Exodus 29:4). Tlus would have made tl1em clean and
worthy to begin d1e ascent back into God's presence (d1e Holy of Holies).
Next "thou shalt take tl1e anointing oil, and pour it upon lus
head and anoint him" (Exodus 29:7) While the text only states that
tl1e oil was poured over ilie head, Alfred Edersheim gives more
specifics. "In tl1e olden days when [tl1e High Priest] was anointed,
tl1e sacred oil was not only 'poured over llim,' but also applied to Ius
forehead, over tl1e eyes, as tradition has it, after tl1e form of the
Greek letter X." 33 Here again we see tl1e oil being applied to various
parts of tl1e body to sanctify and empower tl1e priest in preparation
for tl1e sacred journey he was previously washed wortl1y to take.
Following tl1e waslll.ng and tl1e anointing, "iliou shalt bring
[Aaron's] sons, and put coats upon tl1em" (Exodus 29:8). The clotl1ing of tl1e priests in tlUs case was rather detailed. When tl1e priest
was ready to enter the inner sanctuary, he would have been wearing
tlus coat, as well as oilier symbolic vestments. There would have
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been "a breastplate, and an ephod [an apron 34], and a robe, and a
broidered coat, a mitre [a bound cap], and a girdle .... [also] linen
breeches to cover their nakedness; from the loins unto the thighs
they shall reach" (Exodus 28:4,42). These articles of clothing symbolize the priest's new role. Two such roles are those mentioned
earlier in connection with ancient Israelite anointings. The recent
covenant with God was that they were to be made a "kingdom of
priests" (Exodus 19:6)-that is kings and priests. With the robe
usually representing priesthood, the cap (mitre) is a natural symbol
for the crown of the king. 35 Thus the new roles of Icing and priest
are both represented by the clothing.
The concept of the new name is also explicitly involved in tlus
case. Inscribed on a plate of gold to be fitted on tl1e cap was illil'?
ilnp "Holiness to the Lord" (Exodus 28:36-38). Writing the sacred
Divine Name on ilie crown of ilie priest was a symbol of hls consecration to the service of God. Tlus entire scenario presents us
with a good example of how waslling, anointing, clothing and the
use of a name were all used to prepare tl1e priest to enter the presence of God. In tlus way it may be seen as a form of rebirtl1, as tl1e
priest is leaving Ius former state and ascending to a hlgher one.
Elements of tlus pattern appears in pseudepigraphlcal writings
as well. In 2 Enoch, Enoch is beginning a celestial ascent and is told
how to prepare for tl1e journey. The Lord tells lus escort to "extract
Enoch from ~us] eartl1ly clothlng. And anoint llim witl1 my delightful oil, and put him into the clothes of my glory." 36 Willie the elements of washing and naming are absent, it is nevertl1eless clear
tl1at stripping Enoch of his old clothes, anointing him wiili oil, and
clodling him in heavenly garments pn~pares him to enter into a higher sphere.
Secular Settings. A more secular example of tlus pattern comes
from tl1e book of Rutl1. Here Ruth is certainly about to enter a new
life as she will soon present herself to her future husband Boaz.
N aonu instructs her on how to prepare. "Wash thyself therefore,
and anoint iliee, and put iliy raiment upon tl1ee" (Rutl1 3:3).
Waslling and anointing generally precede maniage in tl1e ancient
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Near East. Again, here the pattern of washing, anointing, and
clothing is used to denote a change in the way of life.
We find one more secular example in the welcoming of a guest
into one's house by washing and anointing them. It is clear that by
d1e time of Jesus, a common Jewish practice was to offer water and
oil to a special guest upon entering the home. J.A. Balchin insists
d1at "on arrival at a feast d1e guests' feet were washed and d1eir
heads anointed wid1 oil.m7 We see the ideal of dus practice still in
existence in the time of Jesus. When in d1e house of a Pharisee for
a special meal, a woman who was a sinner enters and approaches
Jesus. "And stood at lus feet behind hin1 weeping, and began to
wash his feet wid1 tears ... and anointed d1em wid1 the ointment"
(Luke 7:38). The Pharisee Simon was concerned about dus, but
Jesus read lus thoughts and responded. "I entered into dune house,
thou gavest me no water for my feet: but she has washed my feet
wid1 tears ... . My head with oil d1ou didst not anoint: but dUs
woman had1 anointed my feet with ointment" (Luke 7:44-46).
Tlus secular act may have also originated with a sacred example. Before David entered the house of the Lord, he went d1rough
d1e same process. "Then David arose from the eard1, and washed,
and anointed llimself, and changed lus apparel, and came into the
house of d1e Lord, and worshipped" (2 Samuell2:20). Just as David
had to perform these actions before entering the Lord's house,
guests in the Old and New Testament periods experienced a si.nular welcome when entering anod1er's house. In bod1 cases, we again
encounter the concept of leaving one place to come into another.
And it is the waslling and anointing that signifies the shift.
As was mentioned above, d1ese activities also have a role in burial preparation. Just as the Egyptian "Opetling of d1e Mouth" ceremony was an anointing at dead1, so we find d1e same concept in
ancient Judaism. By the New Testament period, "after dead1 the
body was washed, its eyes were closed and its mouth and other orifices were bound shut. A mixture of spices were applied [anointed]
to the body ... it was d1en dressed in its own clothes or placed in
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a linen shroud." 38 Willie it is difficult to determine any originally
intended symbolism, it is again interesting to see the same pattern
employed before entering the next life.
One final example of tlus pattern as a type of new birth in
ancient Judaism comes from the book of Ezekiel. Here d1e Lord is
talking to His people as a whole. He reveals to them as a nation the
nilssing elements of their original "birth" and then goes on to tell
them of their "new birth" through the necessary process. ''And as
for thy nativity, in the day d1ou wast born thy navel was not cut, neither wast d1ou washed in water to supple thee; thou wast not salted
at all, nor swaddled at all" (Ezekiel16:4). Next He reminds them of
His salvation offered by performing the important steps. In dus
passage, birth symbolism signifies a new life for Israel.
Now when I passed by thee, and looked upon d1ee, behold, d1y
time was the time of love; and I spread my skirt over thee, and
covered thy nakedness: yea, I sware m1to d1ee, and entered into a
covenant with thee, saith the Lord God, and thou becamest
mine. Then washed I thee with water; yea I throughly washed
away thy blood from thee, and I anointed thee with oil. I clothed
thee also with broidered work ... (Ezekiel 16:8-10)
This is perhaps one of the most explicit examples of what I have
been discussing. Here d1e Lord uses very strong birth symbolism to
explain how His people have been reborn into His covenants.

Uses of Washing, Anointing, Clothing, and Naming in Early

Christianity
Having shown examples of the pattern in ancient Judaism, dus
article will conclude by demonstrating some of its uses in early
Christianity. Indeed, Jesus Himself as well as the early church
fad1ers, saw the elements of tlus pattern as useful in signifying a
new life for an individual. As would be expected, d1e early Christian
writers tend to emphasize the spiritual rebirtl1 more d1an anytlilng else.
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New Testament. For example, John 9 tells of a man who was
blind from birth. John seems to use the story of Jesus' interaction
with him to teach a spiritual lesson. In this case, blindness is most
likely being equated with spiritual blindness. To both heal the blind
man as well as to teach the necessity of being brought to a higher
spiritual awareness, Jesus uses elements from the pattern to carry it
out. First "he anointed the eyes of the blind man with the clay, and
said unto him, Go, wash in the pool of Siloam.... He went his way
therefore, and washed, and came seeing" Games 9:6-7). In response
to questions about his healing, the man told how Jesus "anointed
rnine eyes, and said unto me, Go ... and wash: and I went and
washed, and I received sight" Gohn 9:11). In this case, both literally and figuratively, a washing and anointing allowed this man to see,
and introduced him to into a new phase of life.
The same imagery is employed by John in Revelation. Here the
Lord reminds the churches of their fallen condition. "Thou art
wretched .. . and blind and naked: I counsel thee to buy of me ...
that thou mayes t be rich; and with raiment that thou mayes t be
clothed and that the shame of thy nakedness do not appear; and
anoint thine eyes with eyesalve, that thou mayest see" (Revelation
3:17-18). Again a clothing and an anointing is necessary for ultimate salvation.
Ear!J Christia11 RituaL While these are examples of various combinations of the pattern in different New Testament passages, perhaps the best example from early Christianity comes from the baptismal ritual: the ultimate rebirth ritual in all of Christianity. The
Christian baptism of the first few centuries is d1e most explicit use
of this pattern as a rebirth ritual. Most of our understanding of dus
ritual comes from d1e early church leaders and writers, such as St.
Cyril of Jerusalem, Ambrose, Chrysostom, and others, along wid1
some very able modern scholars. Their records specify d1e various
steps of being born again in d1e early church.
Cyril's writings show that d1e ceremony was performed in some
kind of "inner chamber," most likely a form of baptismal font. The
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baptismal candidate first took off his former garment, symbolic of
putting off the old life. Having put off old sins, the person is now
like Adam naked in the garden. 39 In fact, the person is actually
standing naked, a definite element of the original bird1 process.
Hugh M. Riley, who has done extensive work on the topic, explains
how the removal of the garment was a common ceremony in the
ancient world. It is, he writes, a "return to primeval innocence."40
Along wid1 dus, d1ere is also an accow1t of a pre-baptismal anointing. 41
Then comes d1e actual baptism, or waslll.ng. ''After d1ese dungs,
ye were led to d1e pool of Divine Baptism ... and descended dtree
times into the water, and ascended again." 42 That d1e Christian baptism is a washing d1at cleanses the person from his past life and sins
hardly needs furd1er comment. And of course Cyril, like Christ in
John 3, equates dus act with going through d1e birth process all
over again. ''And at the selfsame moment, ye died and were born;
and d1at water of salvation was at once your grave and your mod1er.""3
Following the baptism of water comes d1e baptism of the Holy
Ghost. Interestingly enough, oil has long been a symbol for the
Holy Ghost and to sigtufy its reception, d1e early Christian would
have been anointed with oil i.nunediately after coming out of d1e
water. Extant texts describe the post-baptismal anointing ceremony
are very instructive and employ a concept we had discussed earlier.
Most of the writings from the early church fad1ers agree d1at the
anointing oil would have been applied to various parts of the person's body, along wid1 special blessings in connection to d1e body
part that is being anointed.~ Perhaps d1e most explicit description
of d1e ceremony comes from sixd1 century Gaul. The prayer would
have been as follows.
Receive the seal of Christ (Xpwwc; -"anointed"], listen to the
divine words, be enlightened by the Word of the Lord,
because today you are accepted by Christ.
I sign your forehead in the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit so that you may be a Christian.
I sign. your eyes so that you may see the glory of God.
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I sign your ears, so that you may hear the voice of the Lord.
I sign your nostrils so that you may breathe the fragrance of
Christ.
I sign your lips so that you may speak the words of life.
I sign your heart so that you may believe in the Holy Trinity.
I sign your shoulders so that you bear the yoke of Christ's service.
I sign your whole body, in d1e name of d1e Fad1er, the Son, and
d1e Holy Spirit so that you may live forever and ever. 45
Cyril gives his own description of the post-baptismal anointing
ceremony and elaborates on the specific blessings. 46 For example, he
connects the anointing of the ears to the common New Testament
phrase "He that has ears to hear, let him hear." To him that phrase
was in direct reference to those who had specially anointed
[empowered] ears. They were able to "hear" things others were
not. 47 The anointing of the various body parts was given special significance by other early church leaders, as Hugh Riley explained. 48
Most records after washing and anointing indicate that there
would have been a new white robe ("the royal robe") given to the
person to dress with. Tllis act has much the same meaning as the
coat of skins given to Adam. The person is now literally and spiritually "covered" from their naked, fallen state. Indeed, the "putting
on of the wllite robe [is] a symbol that the sins of the baptized person have been forgiven or covered over" 49 through the sacrificial
atonement (1!lJ "covering") provided by Jesus. That it was wllite
symbolized the purity expected in the person's new life.50
Chrysostom saw cos.nllc sigtlificance in the baptismal garment: it
was a symbol for immortality. 5 1 He also believed the garment provided great spiritual protection and it was not to be defiled by
"untimely words, or idle listetling, of by evil thoughts, or by eyes
wllich rush foolishly to see whatever goes on [the same senses that
were previously anointed]. Let us ... keep our garment of immortality unspotted and unstained." 52 By wearing the garment faithfully
and living a pure life Chrysostom also believed it would protect one
from temptation and allow outsiders to see the light of the person's
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new life with Christ and become converted themselves. 53 By all
accounts, however, the garment represented Christ Himself. It is
widely accepted that tlus garment was what Paul had in mind when
he said that "as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have
put on Christ" (Galatians 3:27, italics added). 54
The final step is the receiving of the new name-the name of
"Christ." .All of tllls ritual implied that one was born again or
adopted into Christ's heavenly family. As such, and as one who had
received the anointing, the new name received would be that of
"Christ" Himself. The Greek word for Christ ( Xpwws) literally
means "anointed."55 Since tl1e reception of the Holy Ghost is an
anointing (XPLD!!a, or unction), 56 it is appropriate to receive the
name of "anointed," or "Christ" upon receiving the Spirit. "Only
after receiving tlus anointing can tl1e neophyte properly be called
'Christian."'57 To again quote Cyril, "When you are counted wortl1y
of tlus Holy Chrism, you are called Christians, verifying also the
name by your new birth." 58 As tl1e act signifies adoption into
Christ's fanllly, the initiate now bears the title of "Christ's Son," or
"Christian."
The early Christian baptismal ceremony provides an ideal
example of how the pattern of washing, anointing, clotlung, and
naming are used as a rebirtl1 ritual. The baptism is a washing that
cleans tl1e person from all past sins. The Holy Ghost was symbolized by an actual anointing witl1 oil that blessed the person's senses
and abilities as a Christian. There was a white robe given to clothe
tl1e person from their former naked, fallen state. Finally, tl1e new
name of "Christ" was received as tl1e person began Ius new life of
discipleslup. Tlus is a striking example of being ritually born again
into a new phase of life.
Conclusion

In this article I have discussed tl1e role of ritual rebirth in
ancient cultures. In pointing out tl1at tl1e original birth process in
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the ancient Near East included d1e baby being washed, anointed,
dollied, and named, I hope to have demonstrated that the use of
dus pattern, or variations on it, offered possibilities for ritual
rebirth. Examples have been given from ancient Judaism and early
Christianity iliat demonstrate how aspects of tlus pattern were used
and viewed as symbols of entering into a new phase of life. It is
interesting to see how tl1ese t11ings originate, circulate, and acquire
didactic and symbolic significance. As Latter-day Saints, we can
learn much about our own rituals (in our baptismal ceremony as
well as ilie higher liturgies of tl1e church) and tl1eology by examining iliese ancient customs. Truly we have been left a rich symbolic
and ritualistic legacy from our ancient Jewish and Christian theological ancestors.
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